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DPINION

Alberta sales tax

is politically risky
but sound fiscally

5% levy would raise $5billion
annually, says Nick Falvo.

Alberta is the only Canadian province without
asales tax. That needs to change.

With its own sales tax, Alberta could afford
to make important new investments in social

“programs. For example, it could hire more teach-
ers, improve staffing levels in long-term care
facilities and build more affordable housing.

Without such a tax, Albertans must settle
for mediocrity. We must watch as low-income
households struggle to pay for prescription
medication. We must watch student debt loads
grow. And we must watch some social assistance
recipients get by on a mere $8,000 annually.

The province has seen several alarming
trends in recent years. For example, our popu-
lation is aging — in fact, the number of seniors
in the province aged 85 and over has doubled
since 1999. This trend will only increase.

Meanwhile, class sizes for young Albertans
are growing. Just five of 61 school boards in
this province meet the class size targets
adopted by Alberta’s provincial government in
2003. To bring class sizes up to the levels of a
decade ago, Alberta would have to hire 3,000
additional teachers.

The value of monthly social assistance ben-
efits received by single adults without depen-
dents has decreased in recent years. Indeed,
when accounting for inflation, recipients with-
out dependents have seen their monthly ben-
efits reduced by $25 since 2012. Today, a single
adult on income assistance in Alberta receives
just $627 per month to live on. This makes such
aperson highly vulnerable to homelessness.

Meanwhile, on reserves in Alberta, the child
poverty rate is nearly 60 per cent.

‘Budgets are always about choices, and this
principle has inspired alternative budgeting
exercises across Canada for over two decades.

With its own sales tax,
Alberta could afford to make
important new investments
[Insocial programes.
This year, an Alberta Alternative Budget was

written in collaboration with individuals from
the non-profit sector, the labour movement

+ and advocacy sectors. It provides a costed-out

|

plan of spending initiatives, along with a plan to
finance them.

Our document provides an overview of the
current public policy picture in the realms of
health care, long-term care, K-12 education,
post-secondary education, Indigenous peoples,
child care, poverty, affordable housing and
gender equality. We also discuss the prov-
ince’s current fiscal realities and provide an
assessment of how Albertans can move toward
increased economic diversification.

The Alberta economy experienced strong

| growth in 2017. But we still face an awkward
. reality: with the current price of oil, we don’t

generate revenue like we used to.

Our alternative budget gives the Notley gov-
ernment credit for increasing personal and cor-
porate taxes, as well as increasing tobacco and
fuel taxes. These measures allowed the prov-
ince to avoid austerity budgets seen elsewhere,

| such as in Saskatchewan. We also applaud the

introduction of the Alberta Child Benefit, the
move toward a $15 minimum wage, the intro-
duction of low-income transit passes, school
lunch programs for elementary students, and
payday loan legislation.

Yet going further, we propose that Alberta
introduce a harmonized sales tax (HST). A five
per cent provincial share added to the exist-
ing federal goods and services tax (GST) would
minimize compliance costs to business.

We would also introduce a rebate for
low-income households, to offset any unfair
impact the higher HST might have on them.

This provincial sales tax would generate
$5 billion in provincial revenue annually, while
also keeping Alberta’s overall tax burden the
lowest of any province. Indeed, even with the
five per cent provincial sales tax added to the
current five per cent federal GST, Alberta would
still have the lowest combined provincial and
federal sales tax rate of all of the provinces.

Neighbouring British Columbia has a com-
bined sales tax of 12 per cent, while Saskatch-
ewan has a combined rate of 11 per cent, and
Ontario has 13 per cent HST.

The Notley government says it has no inten-
tion of introducing a provincial sales tax. That
may play well politically in the short term, but
it makes for lousy public policy.

Nick Falvo has a PhD in public policy and is based
in Calgary. He is the editor of this year’s Alberta
Alternative Budget.



